In the preface to What is Emotion?, Kagan explains that his motivation for exploring the concept of emotion grew out of his concern that there is an increasing reliance on using brain states as a means of defining emotion. Through the course of this book, he provides compelling evidence that definitions based solely on brain states or animal models are grossly inadequate in defining a complicated concept that is influenced by societal values, current state, context, and political climate. He argues that brain states are 1 of 3 legitimate but limited ways to define emotions (the other 2 being verbal descriptions and behaviours). For example, he cites evidence that changes in blood flow to various brain regions after viewing a picture of a snake can come about because of: 1) the physical properties of the stimulus, 2) the unexpectedness of the stimulus, 3) the amount of mental work required, and 4) the meaning of the stimulus. Thus it is inappropriate to conclude that blood flow to the amygdala on viewing a picture of a snake implies fear. Instead, he reviews various ways to classify emotion, with a concession that there is no current consensus on how to define and classify emotion. When discussing each mode of classification, the description is peppered with historical, anthropological, and psychological anecdotes to illustrate his points. For example, Kagan points out that different terms are prototypes for the English term depressed in different cultures (for example, hopeless for Indians, disappointment for Sri Lankans, and sad for Indonesians), and that most emotional words have multiple meanings in a given language.
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This book fulfills its mission extremely well. The reader is forced to consider the complexities of defining a concept such as emotion. While Kagan clearly delineates the limitations of various means to define emotions, he does not push the reader into a particular definition. Instead, he leaves the reader with a breadth of examples and research findings to consider, which drive home the point that there is no neat and tidy answer to this complicated question.
Kagan is an eminent psychologist and researcher whose work on the origins of temperament have been extremely influential in understanding child development. He is supremely qualified to review a concept such as the definition of emotion, and does so in a thought-provoking manner. This book, though dense and therefore challenging at times to read, is worthwhile to persist through. It is also reasonably priced. Kagan's frequent references to cultural, historical, and political influences are helpful in bringing context to sometimes concentrated references to psychological terms and research. Although not an unpleasant layout, the density of this book could have been helped by shorter sections and more frequent subheadings.
By reading What is Emotion?, the reader will not walk away with a concise definition to apply in future clinical and research endeavours. However, the reader will walk away with a more sophisticated understanding of how complicated this question really is. As Kagan states in the close of this book: "Let us agree to a moratorium on the use of single words, such as fear, anger, joy, and sad, and write about emotional processes with full sentences . . . "
